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And to every dreamer who believes that hidden within the unknown lies the power to change the future.

“The most dangerous secrets are not the ones we hide from others, but the ones hidden from ourselves.”

— The Memory Code
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ABOUT THE NOVEL

Ethan Cross is one of the CIA’s most decorated field officers — until a cryptic summons draws him to the Lincoln Memorial late one rainy night, and a carefully laid ambush ends his life on the marble steps. With his final breath, he hides the most dangerous secret in the country and makes a choice no dying man should be able to make: he decides who will carry it out of the dark.

Three thousand miles away, fifteen-year-old Emma Carter has spent her whole life tethered to a dialysis machine. When a donor kidney saves her, her family dares to believe the worst is behind them. Then the memories begin — vivid, foreign, impossible. Conversations she never had. Languages she never learned. The reflexes of a killer in the hands of a sick teenage girl. And, threaded through all of it, the final minutes of a murdered man she has never met.

As Emma uncovers the truth about her donor, she stumbles into the shadow of a secret black program known only as the Memory Code — a technology built to harvest the minds of the dead and sell what they knew to the highest bidder. The people who created it have killed to keep it buried, and they are coming for the one living proof that it works.

To finish a dead man’s unfinished mission — to solve his murder, free the souls trapped inside the machine, and stop a sale that could reshape the future of the world — Emma will have to become someone new. But the gift keeping her alive is quietly erasing who she was, one memory at a time, and the deepest question she will ever have to answer is the one hidden inside her own head:

If a person’s knowledge can outlive their death — then who, exactly, is left when the remembering is done?

A techno-thriller of espionage, conspiracy, and the fragile line between memory and identity, THE MEMORY CODE asks whether the things that make us who we are can survive being taken apart — and whether the person who reassembles them gets to choose what they become.
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​Chapter One
Blood on the Marble Steps
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By three in the morning the rain had rinsed the last of the tourists’ breath off the stone, and the Lincoln Memorial belonged again to the dead.

Ethan Cross sat with his back against the base of a column and let the cold come into him. It came the way the tide comes, in patient increments, and he understood that this was a kind of mercy. The cold dulled the place under his ribs where the bullet had gone in. It made the pain into something distant, a radio left on in another room. He pressed two fingers against the wound and they came away black in the half-light, and he wiped them on his trousers out of an old habit he no longer had any reason to keep.

Above him, Lincoln watched the river through the columns with the same expression he’d worn for a century. Patient. Disappointed, maybe. Ethan had always thought the man looked tired, and tonight he felt a strange kinship with a statue.

He’d done the arithmetic an hour ago, somewhere around the Reflecting Pool, and the arithmetic hadn’t improved with checking. The exfil at the Jefferson was a trap; he’d known that before he reached it, the way you know a stair is missing in the dark. The intelligence on the Budapest shipment had been too clean. Sources that never contradicted each other. Timelines that closed like a fist. Nobody’s life was that tidy, least of all his, and a tidy file was a built thing, and a built thing had a builder.

The builder had a name. Ethan had carried it across an ocean and through three safe houses that turned out not to be safe, and now he carried it here, to the feet of a dead president, and the name sat in his mouth like a coin.

Graves.

He’d swallowed worse than a name.

Ethan shifted his weight and the movement lit a wire of fire from his hip to his shoulder, and he breathed through it the way he’d been trained to: in for four, hold, out for eight. The kidney had been failing for weeks. Since Budapest, since the woman with the umbrella and the prick at his elbow he’d mistaken for the crowd. They hadn’t meant to kill him in Budapest. That was the part that had taken him longest to understand, sitting up nights with a body that ached in a register he didn’t have words for. They hadn’t wanted him dead. They’d wanted him seeded. The compound they’d put in him wasn’t a poison so much as a tenant: a lattice of machines too small to see, threading themselves along the wet wiring of him, learning him, copying him down. Mapping the country of a man so that someday the map could be issued to someone else.

He’d read the science later, in documents he was never meant to read. He understood maybe a third of it. He understood enough.

That was the thing about the Memory Code. It didn’t steal what you knew. It waited until you couldn’t object, and then it kept you.

The SIG was cold in his hand. He thumbed the magazine release, caught it against his palm, looked at it the way a man looks at his change before a long trip. Two rounds. He pressed it home again.

“Cross.” The voice rolled out of the dark beyond the floodlights, flattened and stripped of its edges by a modulator, so that it sounded less like a man than like the idea of one. “It’s over, and you know it’s over. Bring out the drive and we’ll make it clean. The Director wants it.”

Ethan smiled, and the smile cracked something at the corner of his mouth, and he tasted copper.

The Director. They thought he didn’t know the difference. Victoria Kane didn’t send men with modulators into the rain at three in the morning. Kane sent memos and met you in daylight and looked you in the eye while she ruined you, because she believed in the thing she worked for even when the thing didn’t deserve her. Whatever was out there in the tree line wearing the Director’s authority like a borrowed coat wasn’t hers. Kane wanted the truth. The truth was inconvenient to other people, and inconvenient people sent men with modulators.

“Come and get it,” Ethan said. He didn’t shout. The rain carried it.

He got his feet under him.

His legs answered late, like men roused from sleep, but they answered, and the long discipline of the body took over where willingness left off. He came up the inside of the column and put its mass between himself and the voice and moved laterally, deeper into the chamber, where the floodlights couldn’t reach and the marble held the dark like water in a cup. Decades of this. Belfast, Aleppo, a basement in Kyiv he still visited in dreams. The work had built a second man inside the first, a man made entirely of reflex, and tonight the first man was dying and the second man was still doing his job.

He reached the cache without thinking about it, because he had chosen it three weeks ago precisely so that he wouldn’t have to think about it now. Tradecraft was just a way of borrowing competence from your calmer self. At the rear of the chamber, where the great slabs met in a seam most people would read as decoration, there was a gap the width of two fingers, and behind the gap a hollow he’d cleared with a folding knife on a Tuesday afternoon while pretending to read a guidebook.

From the inner pocket over his heart he drew out the card.

It was nothing to look at. A micro-SD sleeved in a shell of machined titanium no larger than a postage stamp, cold and dense and absurd, the whole weight of it nothing in his ruined hand. Inside it: the architecture. Not his memories — those were in his blood now, going where his blood was going — but the blueprint, the thing Graves actually wanted: the plan to take what had been done to one dying agent in a stairwell in Budapest and do it to thousands. To make a library out of the dead. To file men like Ethan on a shelf and check them out when their knowledge was needed and never, ever let them rest.

He’d considered swallowing it. It would have been the simpler thing. But they would open him for the kidney, and a careful man would think to look, and Ethan had decided he would rather make them search. Let them find a riddle instead of an answer. Let it cost them.

He worked the card into the seam with two fingers, pushed until he felt it seat in the hollow, and drew his hand back. The stone took it the way the dark takes everything. You would have to know. You would have to be told exactly where, by someone who’d stood here bleeding and chosen this seam out of all the seams in the city, and the only someone left who might come asking was a girl who didn’t exist yet.

The thought of her steadied him, which surprised him.

He’d seen the file by accident, the way he saw most of the things that ended up mattering; a folder left a half-second too long on Graves’s desk while the man took a call he didn’t want overheard. Recipient — pending. Subject: CARTER, E. Compatibility 99.4%. And a line beneath it that he had not been able to stop reading. Age 15.

Fifteen. Almost sixteen, the addendum said, as if the four months were a courtesy. A kidney patient in a clinic in Washington State, three thousand miles and one whole world away from the marble he was bleeding on, a kid who had spent the years other kids spent learning to drive tethered to a machine that cleaned her blood because her own body couldn’t. They had matched her to him to the fourth decimal. They had chosen her not in spite of being a child but because of it: because a child’s body forgives what an adult’s rejects, because the tenants in his blood would take root in young soil and grow.

They meant to put a soldier into a girl and call it medicine.

Ethan leaned his head back against the cold and, for the length of one breath, allowed himself to be furious about it, and then he let the fury go, because it was no use to her and there was something else he could do with the time he had left, which was almost nothing, which was everything.

He couldn’t reach Kane. He couldn’t unmake what Budapest had made of him. But he could decide what she inherited.

So he made himself remember, on purpose, the way you’d pack a bag for someone else. Not the kills. He held those down and away from the front of his mind with the last of his strength: the bad nights and the worse mornings, the faces. Let those sink. Let the river have them. What he reached for instead was the grammar underneath the violence, the part that was almost innocent: how the weight of a thing tells you its intent before its owner does. How a room has exits the way a sentence has commas. How to read a street, a crowd, a liar. How to be small and certain and very hard to kill. If she had to carry any of him, let her carry the part that would keep her alive. Let the rest stay here in the rain with the man it belonged to.

He thought, briefly and without bitterness, of his father. General Robert Cross would get a folded flag and a phone call and a story that wasn’t true, and he would stand very straight at the funeral the way he stood very straight everywhere, and he would never know that his son had spent his last hour trying to leave a fifteen-year-old stranger a set of instructions for staying upright. There were worse things to be remembered for. There were worse fathers, too, and Ethan had wanted to tell him that for years and never had, and now the want was just one more thing he was setting down.

The footsteps came across the chamber unhurried, heel and then sole: a man who knew there was no one left to surprise.

Ethan brought the SIG up. His arm shook, and he steadied it against his knee and put the front sight where the sound was. The shape resolved out of the dark: tall, masked, wet, holding a suppressed weapon down along its leg with the ease of a man holding nothing at all.

“You hid it,” the shape said. The modulator made it almost gentle. “We’ll find it.”

“You’ll look,” Ethan said. “That’s not the same thing.”

He fired his first round. The chamber clapped it back at him a hundredfold, and the figure was already moving, already gone wide, and the shot went where the man had been and chipped a white star into a wall that had outlasted better men than either of them.

One left.

He didn’t fire it. He thought about the girl and decided he would not give them the satisfaction of his last round, would not let them log it as expended one, in whatever file they kept on the unmaking of Ethan Cross. He let the muzzle drop. A small refusal. The only kind he had left.

The figure crossed the last of the distance and stood over him and looked down, and Ethan looked up past it at the tired stone face of the president, and the floodlights past that, smeared into wheels of white by the rain on his lashes.

“Sleep well, Agent Cross.”

He didn’t sleep. That was the lie of the phrase, and he wanted to say so, wanted to tell the masked thing that he was not going to sleep, he was going to go somewhere and become someone’s reflexes, become a hand that moves before the mind can object, become the cold certainty in a frightened kid’s chest three thousand miles away — but the muzzle flared, a small private sun, and there was no after to the thought.

The rain went on hitting the marble.

Far away, in a clinic in Washington State, a monitor was already counting out the rhythm of a heart that didn’t yet know it was about to inherit a war. And in a hollow behind a seam in the stone, a small cold thing waited in the dark to be found by the only person in the world who would ever know to look.
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​Chapter Two
The Anonymous Gift
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The first thing Emma noticed about being alive was the silence.

For eleven years there had been a machine. Three nights a week it sat beside her like a patient animal and took her blood out through a needle in her arm, washed it, and gave it back, and the whole time it hummed — a low, mechanical drone she had stopped hearing the way you stop hearing your own name. She had fallen asleep to that hum more nights than she could count. She had done homework to it, cried to it, learned to hate and then to need it. And now it was gone, and the gone-ness of it kept waking her at strange hours, her body braced for a sound that no longer came.

She lay in her childhood bed in the gray Washington morning and waited to feel sick.

She didn't. That was the part that frightened her, though she couldn't have explained it to anyone who hadn't been sick the way she'd been sick. Being ill had been her whole grammar. She knew the precise weight of a bad day, the metallic taste that meant her numbers were off, the swimming exhaustion of climbing the stairs. She had built an entire self around managing a body that was always failing her. Now the body worked, and the self she'd built had nothing to do, and she felt the way you feel at the top of a staircase you expected to keep climbing — that lurch, that missed step.

She put her hand flat against her lower abdomen, over the dressing, where the scar ran in its neat pink line. Underneath it, the new kidney did its quiet work. The surgeon had used the word miraculous without irony. Functioning at a hundred percent, he’d said, looking at her chart and then at her as if she were a question he couldn’t quite finish. I’ve been doing this twenty years, Emma. I’ve never seen a match this clean.

She'd wanted to ask him whose body she was carrying around now. He couldn't tell her. Nobody could.

"Anonymous donation," the coordinator had explained, gently, the way you explain a rule you don't entirely agree with. A trauma victim. A registered donor. Everything else sealed behind privacy laws and the family's right not to be found. Emma had written the thank-you card anyway, the one the hospital said they'd pass along through channels — I don’t know your name but I have your kidney and I am going to do something with this, I promise — and then she’d sat with the pen for a long time, because what did you say to the relatives of a stranger who had died so that you could climb stairs? In the end, she’d written thank you eleven times, once for each year, and sealed it and given it to a nurse, and never heard anything back. She thought about it more than she let on. Somewhere there was a family with a hole in it exactly the size of her second chance.

Down the hall, something heavy hit the floor and her brother swore.

***
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THE HOUSE IN WASHINGTON was the kind of house you only understood once you started taking it apart. By July it was mostly boxes, the walls pale where pictures had hung, and the four of them moved through it like people on a film set after the film was done.

"Tell me again why a robotics lab needs me to be in Massachusetts," Noah said, dropping onto the arm of the couch they hadn't sold yet. He was eighteen and built like a question mark, all elbows and slouch, his hair doing whatever it wanted. He'd deferred his first college semester to make the move with them, which their mother called thoughtful and which Noah called strategic, and which Emma privately understood was about her. He'd done a lot of things this year that were about her. "I could've stayed. Held down the fort. Become a man of mystery."

"You'd have eaten cereal until you got scurvy," Emma said.

"I'd have eaten cereal like a man of mystery."

Their father came through with a box marked, in his blocky engineer's hand, FRAGILE — DO NOT LET NOAH CARRY. Michael Carter was a tall, distracted man who built things for a living and forgot to eat lunch in service of building them. He had the look of someone permanently in the middle of solving a problem in his head, which he generally was. MIT had offered him a lab and a budget that made his voice do something it hadn't done in years. He set the box down and looked at the two of them with the particular helplessness of a parent who knows he's uprooting his children and has decided it's worth it.

"Harvard for your mother. MIT for me," he said. "It's a chance, kiddo. For all of us. Fresh —"

"If you say fresh start I'm leaving you here," Noah said.

"— beginning," Michael finished, with dignity.

Emma laughed, and the laugh felt good in her chest, felt easy, no cough chasing it. Her mother appeared in the doorway with that radar she had, drawn by the sound of her daughter laughing. Sarah Carter taught psychology and read people for a living, and she had spent a decade reading Emma for signs of decline so subtle the doctors missed them. Now she read her for something else, and Emma had started to feel it — that careful, sidelong attention, the way you'd watch a frozen lake you were trying to decide whether to cross.

"Boxes in the truck by five," Sarah said. "Em, nothing heavier than a pillow. Doctor's orders, not mine, so don't argue with me, argue with him."

"I feel fine, Mom."

"I know you do." Something flickered across her mother's face when she said it. I know you do, and I don't entirely understand why, and it is keeping me up at night. Then it was gone, smoothed over with a smile. "Pillows."

***
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CAMBRIDGE, WHEN THEY reached it five days and one flat tire later, was a city that had been arguing with itself for three hundred years and had no plans to stop. After the long green silences of Washington it was all brick and noise and history stacked on history, students everywhere, the Charles River sliding flat and brown under bridges full of traffic. The house their parents had rented sat on a quiet street near Harvard Square — a tall, narrow colonial that creaked when you breathed on it and cost, Emma suspected, more per month than they'd ever spent on anything.

Noah claimed the basement before the truck was unloaded. By the second night he had run cabling Emma didn't understand into corners she didn't know a house could have, and the low room glowed with the standby lights of machines he'd built himself, and he sat down there happy as a dragon on its hoard, listening to the city's wireless traffic the way other people listened to the ocean.

"It's loud here," he told her, meaning the air, the invisible part. "Everybody's got something to say and nobody's encrypting any of it." He grinned at her over a monitor. "It's beautiful."

Emma's room was on the third floor, under the slope of the roof, with a window that looked down on the street. She liked it more than she'd expected to. She liked, against all her own predictions, the idea of a place where nobody knew her as the sick girl — where she could just be a sophomore at a new school, fifteen and nearly sixteen, a person without a chart. She unpacked her books and set her thank-you-card pen on the windowsill where she could see it, and told herself the strangeness would pass.

It didn't pass. It got quieter, and stayed.

It came in small ways she could always explain. The night they ordered Thai and her father knocked a glass of water off the counter, she caught it. Not lunged — caught it, plucked it out of the air an inch above the floor without spilling a drop, and was holding it, and the dialysis-years version of herself could not have done that, would have flinched and watched it shatter, and her hands had simply known. Michael blinked at her. "Nice reflexes," he said, impressed, and the moment passed because what else would you call it.

Or the way she'd started sitting. Sarah noticed first, because Sarah noticed everything. At the kitchen table Emma had begun, without deciding to, to take the chair that faced the door. If someone took it before her she felt a low static of wrongness until she could shift to where she could see the entrance and the window both. She'd never been like that. She'd been the kind of kid who read with her back to a room, lost in the page. Now some part of her counted exits the way she used to count the hours until dialysis, automatically, in the background, a sum she hadn't asked anyone to do.

And there was the cold. A thin, specific chill that lived in her lower back, on the right, where the new kidney sat. Not pain. The surgeon said any discomfort would fade and it had faded, the incision healing clean and fast — too fast, the resident had murmured. But the cold wasn't in the incision. It was deeper, and it didn't fade, and on the worst nights it felt less like a temperature than like a presence. That was the only word she had, and she refused it, because the word was insane.

She woke at three in the morning more often than not. She'd check her phone — 3:04, 2:58, 3:11 — and lie in the dark of the unfamiliar house and listen to it settle, and her hand would find the scar on its own, the way a tongue finds a chipped tooth, and rest there. And under her palm she would feel her pulse, steady and strong, the gift's good work. And sometimes, in the long gray space between awake and asleep, she would feel something just slightly out of time with it. A second rhythm, underneath. Not loud. Not even certainly there. The kind of thing you could tell yourself you imagined, and she did tell herself that, every time, lying very still with her hand over a scar in a house three thousand miles from anywhere she'd ever been sick.

The doctors had a phrase for it. Cellular memory, one of the recovery pamphlets called it, in a sidebar clearly written to be soothing — the folklore that transplant patients sometimes craved their donor's favorite foods, picked up small unfamiliar habits. There is no scientific basis for episodic transfer, the pamphlet assured her. Such reports are best understood as a natural part of psychological adjustment to a major life event.

Emma read that sentence three times and then put the pamphlet in the drawer of her new desk, in the new room, in the new city, and shut the drawer.

Psychological adjustment. Sure. That explained the chair, and the cold, and the glass.

It did not explain the morning she'd surfaced out of a dream she couldn't remember with three words sitting in her mouth, foreign and exact, a phrase in a language she had never studied. She'd looked it up later, fingers not quite steady on the keyboard, and found it was Hungarian, and meant check your six, and she had closed the laptop and sat for a while with her heart going hard for no reason she could see, in the safe quiet of a Tuesday, fifteen years old and afraid of her own blood.

She didn't tell anyone. That was the part she'd remember later, when everything came apart — that she'd had the chance, those first quiet weeks, to say Mom, something is wrong with me, something is in here with me, and she'd chosen the drawer instead. She told herself it was nothing. She told herself it would pass.

Outside, autumn was coming on, and the rain that came with it did not fall so much as hang in the air, a fine cold mist that turned the brick sidewalks of Harvard Square into dark mirrors and waited, patient as a tide, for the night she'd finally walk out into it alone.
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​Chapter Three
Borrowed Reflexes
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She had started walking to make the noise stop.

Not noise anyone else could hear. It lived under her skin, a low electrical hum that built through the day until her teeth felt like tuning forks, and she'd found by accident that movement bled it off — that if she walked far enough and fast enough, the static thinned to something she could live inside. So she walked. After school, when the other sophomores scattered toward bus stops and group chats she wasn't in, Emma went the long way home, and then a longer way, learning the city street by street the way she'd once learned the rules of her own failing body. By November she knew Cambridge better than people who'd lived there for years. She knew which alleys connected and which were traps. She knew it without deciding to.

That evening the dark came down early, the way it did now, the streetlights flicking on while the sky was still bruise-colored over the rooftops. The mist had settled in — not falling, just present, beading on the wool of her coat and the ends of her hair. Harvard Square churned with the after-work crowd, umbrellas opening like slow black flowers, a violinist sawing something hopeful and off-key outside the T station. Emma cut through it all and turned down toward the river, into the residential streets where the crowds thinned and the old trees made the dark darker.

She was thinking about nothing. About a history quiz, about whether her mother would notice she'd skipped lunch again, about the ordinary nothing of a fifteen-year-old's evening.

Then the pain arrived behind her left eye, and the evening stopped being ordinary.

It wasn't a headache. A headache spread; this focused, a hot needle driven in at a precise angle, and behind it came something worse than pain, which was clarity. The street sharpened. The sodium lights stopped being a blur and became individual sources, each throwing its own geometry of shadow. The mist resolved into discrete droplets. And under the violin and the distant traffic she became aware of a sound she had no reason to have isolated: a footstep, behind her, on the far side of the street, matching her pace.

Single subject. Rear quadrant. Forty meters and closing.

The voice was not a thought. She knew her own thoughts; they were anxious and quick and sounded like her. This was slow and male and entirely without fear, and it arrived in her skull already finished, the way a fact arrives, and the wrongness of it was so total that she stopped walking and pressed her gloved hand against the wet brick of a wall and shut her eyes.

"Stop it," she whispered. "You're tired. That's all."

The footstep stopped when she stopped.

That was when the fear came in — but it didn't come the way fear had always come to her, as a fluttering, a wish to be small. It came as fuel. Her heart kicked and the kick felt clean, useful, her vision narrowing to a tunnel with the street at the end of it, and some calm terrible part of her was already cataloguing the geometry of escape: the gap between two parked cars, the mouth of the alley ahead on the left, the angle of the nearest light and the long blind shadow it threw.

Don't run. Running tells him you saw him. Walk. Let him commit.

She walked. Her legs obeyed the voice before her mind could veto it, and she hated that, hated it even as it was happening, the smooth automatic competence of a body that knew things she had never learned. She passed the mouth of the alley.

A man stepped out of it.

He was big and indistinct in a dark jacket, and afterward she would not be able to say his face, only his hands, because the voice took her down to his hands the instant he moved. He said something — hey, or got a — the ordinary opening of a hundred small crimes, and his right hand went into his jacket pocket, and the world slowed to the speed of cold water.

Right hand. Pocket. Folding knife, three-and-a-half inch. He'll bring it across his body. Take the wrist before the blade clears the lining. Step in. Inside is safe. Outside is where the knife lives.

She did not decide to move. This was the thing she would come back to, later, in the dark of her room, again and again: there was no gap between the voice and the action, no moment where Emma Carter weighed a choice. Her left hand shot out and closed on his wrist while it was still in his pocket, and her grip was iron, a crushing strength that the sick girl on the dialysis machine could not have produced and that she now possessed completely, and she pivoted on the ball of her right foot and used the man's own forward weight against him, folding his arm up behind his back and driving him face-first into the brick with a sound she felt in her own teeth.

The knife fell out of his slack fingers and clattered on the wet stone.

"Who sent you?" Her voice. Coming out of her mouth. But the cadence was wrong, low and flat and absolute, the voice of someone who had asked the question before in worse rooms. She had her forearm across the back of his neck. She could feel his pulse hammering against the bone of her wrist, and she knew — knew the way you know your own address — exactly how much pressure it took and exactly where, knew the soft architecture of a human throat as intimately as if she'd studied it for years.

The man was making a sound. A high, thin, frightened sound. He wasn't a professional. There was no organization behind those eyes when he rolled them back at her, only a junkie's animal panic, a man who had picked a thin teenage girl off a dark street and gotten hold of something else entirely.

Loose end, the voice said, calm as a clock. Terminate.

Emma let go as if his neck had turned to fire.

She stumbled back three steps and stood in the rain with her hands held out in front of her, shaking now — finally shaking, the human part of her catching up all at once and flooding her with horror. The man slid down the wall, caught himself, scrambled up. He looked at her with his whole face open in terror, this small girl who had folded him like paper, and he did not wait for whatever came next. He ran. He left the knife. His footsteps slapped away into the dark and were gone, and then there was just the mist and the violin still going faintly two streets over and Emma alone, looking down at her own hands.

They had stopped shaking.

That was the worst part. Already her hands were steady. The fear was draining out of them and leaving behind that smooth dreadful competence, and her eyes went on their own to the knife on the ground, and she found that she knew what it was — a cheap drop-point folder, the locking mechanism worn, the kind of blade that would fail you in a real fight — and she knew how to pick it up and how to hold it and how to take it apart and what it would do to the body of a person standing where the man had stood. None of that was hers. She had never held a knife with intent in her life. She left it lying in the water and walked away, and she made herself walk wrong, made her shoulders slump and her stride go short and uncertain, made herself back into the shape of a recovering kid, because some instinct she didn't want to name told her that the way she'd been moving was a thing people could read, and that being read could get you killed.

The ten-minute walk home took her thirty. She jumped at a backfiring car. A shadow under an awning emptied her lungs of air. By the time she reached the porch her hands had remembered how to be clumsy, and she fumbled the key twice in the lock, grateful for the clumsiness, grateful to be bad at something again.

***
[image: ]


THE HOUSE WAS WARM and smelled of her father's terrible attempt at risotto. Noah was at the bottom of the basement stairs when she came in, a tablet glowing in one hand, and he looked up and his face changed.

"You're soaked," he said. Then, narrowing: "And you're shaking."

"It's cold out."

"It's seventy in here and your pupils are the size of dinner plates." He came up the last steps, the tablet forgotten against his leg, reading her the way only he and their mother could. "Em. What happened."

For one cracked-open second she almost told him. The whole impossible thing rose up in her throat — there's someone in my head, Noah, there's a man in here and he wanted me to kill somebody and my hands knew how — and she looked at her brother's worried face and understood that she had no words for it that wouldn't end with people in soft voices asking her how she'd been sleeping. She thought of the pamphlet in the drawer. A natural part of psychological adjustment.

"Somebody followed me," she said, which was true, and the easier shape of the truth. "Off Mount Auburn. I think — a mugger, maybe. He backed off when I got near the lights. I'm fine."

Noah's jaw set. The slouch went out of him. "Did you call anyone? Did he touch you?"

"No. No, he ran. I'm okay, I just got scared." She was already moving past him toward the kitchen, toward the warmth and the noise, away from his eyes. "Please don't make it a thing. Mom'll never let me walk anywhere again."

He let her go, but she felt him not believing her, felt it like a hand between her shoulder blades. At the kitchen sink she ran the water as hot as it would go and scrubbed her hands, watching the skin redden, trying to wash off the memory of a stranger's pulse against her wrist and a voice that called a frightened man a loose end. Upstairs her parents were laughing about something, the sound coming down warm and muffled through the old floors, and she stood in the bright ordinary kitchen and felt very far away from all of it.

Through the window over the sink she could see the street.

A car sat across it, under the bare oak two houses down, where the streetlight didn't reach. Gray, four-door, the kind of car that was built to be forgotten. Its lights were off. There was someone behind the wheel — she couldn't see a face, only the suggestion of a shape, motionless, patient. And the thing inside her that counted exits and read knives did its quiet work and told her, flatly, with no doubt at all, that the shape was watching the house, that it had been there a while, that it intended to be there longer.

She blinked, and the certainty wavered the way it always did, leaving room for the saner explanation — somebody waiting for a friend, somebody on the phone, a hundred harmless reasons. You're doing it again, she told herself. Seeing it everywhere.

Then, briefly, the dome light inside the gray car came on. Whoever it was had opened something, a folder or a console, and in the pale glow Emma saw, just for a moment before the light died, the dull metallic glint of a badge propped on the dash, and three small letters she was too far away to read but somehow read anyway.

The light went out. The car stayed.

Emma turned off the tap. Her hands, she noticed, were perfectly steady, and she could
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